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PROLOGUE



The doorbell rang – loud, insistent.


Ruby sat up, still half-dreaming. She was in a nightclub, the lights were low and she was playing her saxophone. Someone to Watch Over Me. She rubbed her eyes.


The doorbell rang again. More insistent still.


Ruby groaned as the dream slipped away from her. ‘OK, OK. I’m coming.’ She blinked. Registered the early morning light. Glanced at the illuminated dial of the clock on James’s side, taking in the sight of him as she did so; fair, unshaven, arms flung out as if even in sleep he was saying, What the hell do I have to do to make you happy? (I don’t know. I don’t know. She’d always hoped it would just happen).


They’d had another row last night. She wasn’t even sure what the rows were about any more. Only that he seemed to be travelling in one direction and that she was careering off in another. They’d been living together for two years. The question was – when would their paths coincide?


And why would the doorbell be ringing at six in the morning? Not even the postman came this early.


She stumbled out of bed. ‘James,’ she said. ‘Wake up. There’s someone at the door.’


‘Who?’ he muttered, voice slurred with sleep.


Oh, hilarious. Ruby grabbed her bathrobe, pulled it on, shivered, padded down the hall, running her fingers through her mussed-up hair. She really shouldn’t have had that extra glass of wine last night. She’d met Jude for a drink after work and they’d ended up putting the world to rights over a whole bottle. And then when she’d got home …


There were two people outside. She could make out their shapes through the glass; one male, one shorter female. A blurred check pattern; a darkness. Who came round visiting at this time in the morning? A sliver of foreboding slunk into her. Throat to knees.


She pulled open the door.





CHAPTER 1



The house looked just the same. Red brick, white front door, sash windows, worse for wear. Ruby exchanged a glance with Mel. ‘Thanks for picking me up,’ she said. Could she have done it alone? She thought of James back in London and those different directions they seemed to be taking. Well, yes, she could have. But it would have been so much harder.


‘I’m not just dumping you here,’ Mel said. ‘I’m coming in to help.’


‘Help?’ But Mel was already getting out of the car, so Ruby followed suit. ‘You don’t have to—’ she began.


‘Don’t be daft.’ Mel opened the front gate and took Ruby’s arm as they walked up the path. The grass was overgrown, the plants were wild and untended and the garden was full of weeds. It didn’t take long.


But Ruby felt the relief wash over her. Mel was her oldest friend and exactly what she needed right now. She was thirty-five years old and yet she felt like a child. She squeezed Mel’s arm. It had been two months. It was time. Time to tackle the past and take the first steps towards moving on.


At the front door, Ruby closed her eyes, smelling the jasmine her mother had planted here years ago. The heady scent of the tiny white flowers seemed to wrap itself around her, shunt her forward. You can do this.


She put her key in the door, almost heard her mother’s voice. You have to pull it out a bit and wiggle. The door eased open – reluctantly.


Mel held back, understanding that Ruby had to go first. Ruby straightened her shoulders, stepped over the letters and circulars lying beached on the doormat. And took her first breath of parents and home since it had happened.


*

Of course Ruby had been back to Dorset since the accident. She and James had driven from London for her parents’ funeral. She sighed now as she remembered the journey, the expression on James’s face – his mouth thin and unsmiling, his eyes fixed on the road ahead with hardly a glance at the woman by his side. Ruby had barely noticed as the car swallowed up the miles, as the familiar green Dorset hills came into sight. Because the pleasure of coming home had turned into a terrible sort of emptiness. And she hadn’t felt able to face the house, not even with James by her side. James. How long had it been since they’d just walked hand in hand down by the river or since they’d talked – really talked, as if they wanted to hear what the other had to say? And now this. Poor James. He hadn’t known how to deal with it, how to deal with her. He’d started looking at her as if he no longer knew her. Which in a way he didn’t. It sounded a bit crazy. But she’d become someone else since she’d lost them.


After the funeral they’d returned to London. Ruby had dealt with the awful aftermath. The sympathy cards from friends and from acquaintances of her parents’ she hardly knew, and some she did know, like Frances, her mother’s oldest friend, who had been so kind at the funeral, giving Ruby a note of her address and phone number and offering her help should she need it. There was the will and the probate; the winding up of their affairs that she’d accomplished somehow, finding a temporary and cold objectivity from some desperate corner of her grief.


Somehow too, she finished the feature she was in the middle of writing – an exposé of a certain hotel chain and the recycling of house wine – and then she’d thrown herself into the next project and then the next. She’d hardly seen any of her friends. She hadn’t gone to the gym or had one of those occasional girlie evenings with Jude, Annie and the rest of them that always somehow made her feel better about everything. She simply worked. It was as if all the time she was writing, all the time she was interviewing people and investigating their stories, Ruby didn’t need to think about her own life, about what had happened to them, to her. She was functioning on autopilot. And in there somewhere was James and their foundering relationship.


But Ruby wasn’t sure she could let it go – not yet. She knew she had to go back to the house in Dorset, had to sort through her parents’ things, had to decide what to do with the place now that they were gone. But how could she? If she did that it would be like admitting … That it was true. That they had really left her.


Last night the situation had reached a head. Ruby had finished the story she was working on. She had a long bath. She felt as if her head was bursting. Afterwards, she sat on the sofa with her notebook, her sax and her guitar and waited for inspiration, but nothing came. She hardly played her saxophone, she hadn’t written a song for months. It wasn’t just her parents’ death. Something else was wrong in her life. Very wrong.


James came back late from drinks after work, tired and irritable and not even wanting the supper she’d cooked for him. He ran his fingers through his fair hair and let out a long sigh. ‘May as well get off to bed,’ he said. He didn’t touch her.


A final thread snapped. She couldn’t hold back. ‘What’s the point of us staying together, James?’ Ruby asked him. ‘We seem to want such different things. We hardly even spend any time together any more.’ She half wanted him to disagree, to fling her doubts aside, to take her in his arms. She didn’t want to keep having these arguments with him. But how could they go on living separate lives? Something had to change.


But he didn’t disagree. ‘I don’t know what you want, Ruby,’ he said instead. ‘I just don’t know any more.’ His hands were in his pockets now. Ruby wondered what he was trying to stop them from doing. Reaching out to her, maybe?


What did she want? What did he want, come to that? James loved living in London. He liked going out to crowded bars and restaurants and taking city breaks in Prague or Amsterdam – preferably with a few mates in tow. Apart from her occasional nights out with the girls, Ruby wanted a bit more peace and solitude these days. She’d rather tramp along the cliffs at Chesil Beach than shop in Oxford Street. He liked Chinese food, she preferred Italian. He was into hip hop, she loved jazz. He watched telly, she read books. He played football, she liked to dance. The list in her head went on. She couldn’t even remember how or why she had fallen in love with James in the first place. They used to do things with one another. They used to have fun. What was the matter with her?


She realised that she was crying.


He had his back to her though and he didn’t even see.


And that’s when Ruby knew what she had to do. She had to take some time off – she had worked as a freelance journalist for over five years, her parents had left her a small inheritance as well as the house, so at least she had some breathing space – and she had to come back here to Dorset. She had to face up to what had happened. She was strong enough now to deal with it. She had to be.


*

The house, though, wasn’t easy.


Ruby went into the living room first. Stopped in her tracks as she surveyed the scene. It was awful. It was as if they had just popped out for an hour or two. She went over to the table. Ran a fingertip over the stiff sheet of pale green water-colour paper. Her mother had been in the middle of a painting; her brushes still stood in a jar of murky water, her watercolour paints thrown into the old tin, her mixing palette on the table, the wilted flowers in a jug. Ruby touched them and they crumbled like dust in her fingers. There were two mugs on the table crusted with long-ago dried-up dregs of tea. And her father’s green sweater – slung on the back of the armchair. Ruby picked it up, buried her face in it – just for a moment – smelt the Dad-smell of the citrus aftershave she’d bought him last Christmas, mixed in with waxy wood polish and pine. They were so young. It wasn’t fair …


What had he said to her? ‘Fancy a quick spin on the bike? Fancy a ride down to the waterfront? Go on. What d’you reckon? Shall we give it a whirl?’


And her mother would have been busy painting but she would have smiled and sighed at the same time in that way she had, and pushed her work to one side. ‘Go on then, love,’ she’d have said. ‘Just for an hour. It’ll probably do me good to take a break.’


For a moment Ruby pictured her, dark greying hair falling over her face as she painted, eyes narrowing to better capture her subject, silver earrings catching the light … No. It wasn’t fair.


Mel put a comforting arm around her. ‘I’ve got some milk in the car,’ she said. ‘I’ll fetch it and make us a nice cup of tea. And then we’ll make a start, OK?’


‘OK,’ Ruby sniffed and nodded. That was what they were here for. But there was so much stuff and it all meant so much to her. A lifetime of memories.


*

‘What I reckon,’ Mel said, over tea, ‘is that you need to clear away some of the personal things so that you can see more clearly.’


Ruby nodded. She knew exactly what she meant.


‘Because you’re going to sell the house, aren’t you?’


‘Yes, of course.’ Even if … Well, she hadn’t come to a decision either way. But on the train to Axminster she’d been thinking. What held her to London – really? There was her job – but being freelance meant she could work just about anywhere she had her laptop. It had been a huge jump after working for the local rag in Pridehaven and then the glossy Women in Health in London. But she’d made it after a year of juggling nine to five on the magazine with the freelance articles she really wanted to write – articles that gave her the freedom to research and choose her own remit. And she made a living – though admittedly things were tight sometimes.


It was handy living in the city for editorial meetings and what have you, but it wasn’t a deal breaker. She had to be ready to drop everything and go wherever the next story or article might be, but provided she was within reach of a decent airport or railway station, what difference did it make so long as she could email through her copy? There were her friends – she’d miss Jude in particular and their grumpy-women rants over a bottle of wine. And there was James, of course. She thought of him as she’d seen him last, as the taxi took her to the station; framed in the doorway, tall and fair, his blue eyes still sleepy and confused. But was there still James? She really didn’t know.


‘So we’ll do one room at a time. Three piles, darling.’ Mel tucked a strand of bright auburn hair behind one ear. ‘One for you to keep, one for anything you want to sell and one to give away to charity shops.’


Fair enough.


And by the time they stopped for a beer and a cheese and pickle sandwich at lunchtime, Ruby really felt they were getting somewhere. She’d shed plenty of tears, but she was doing what she’d spent two months plucking up the courage to do. She was at last sweeping the decks. It was hard – but therapeutic.


She looked around. It was warm enough to sit outside at the garden table and good to get some fresh air. The old-fashioned sweet peas her mother had loved were blooming in wild abandon on the worn trellis by the back wall and their scent drifted in the breeze. Her mother used to cut bundles of them for the house. ‘To make sure everyone knows it’s summer,’ she used to say. Ruby decided that this afternoon she’d do the same.


‘I suppose you’ll want to get back to London as soon as you can?’ Mel was munching her sandwich. She pulled a sad face. Mel had missed her vocation in life; she should have been an actress. But she’d met Stuart when she was eighteen and fallen dramatically and irrevocably in love. Stuart was an accountant and Mel had her own business she’d started ten years ago; the hat shop in Pridehaven High Street, which had become a thriving concern. It had branched out to include fancy accessories – quirky ties, screen-painted silk scarves, hand-crafted leather purses and belts. But its speciality hadn’t altered. The town even had its own hat festival now, she’d informed Ruby earlier. Forget about London, darling, this is where it’s all happening these days.


And perhaps she was right. ‘I’m not sure about going back.’ Ruby lifted her face up to the sun. She’d missed this garden, missed having outside space. And she’d missed not living near the sea.


Ruby had left Dorset ten years ago when she was twenty-five. She’d wanted to be independent, to see somewhere new, to experience a different kind of life. She was bored with following up local stories for the Gazette, with interviewing local minor celebrities and with her weekly health file problem page. She applied for the job at Women in Health because it sounded glamorous and exciting, and because it was an escape from what had come to seem parochial. When she met James she’d thought for a while that everything had slotted neatly into place. He was attractive, intelligent and good company. They both had jobs they enjoyed and the city was their oyster. It was all happening in London – theatre, music, film, galleries, everything you could want. But … It had turned out that Women in Health had its limitations and that Ruby wasn’t really a city girl after all. She’d lived the life and she’d enjoyed it. But home was where it was real. And although her parents were no longer here, somewhere in her heart this was still home and this was where she wanted to be – at least for now.


Mel’s eyes widened. ‘What about James?’


Ruby traced a pattern on the tabletop with her fingertip.


‘Ah,’ said Mel.


‘Exactly.’ Ruby sighed.


‘You haven’t split up?’


‘No.’ At least not yet, she thought. I’ll call you, was the last thing he’d said to her when she left for the station this morning. But when he did – what would she say? He hadn’t made any objection to her coming here. But he’d assumed it was just for a week or two – not for ever.


‘What then?’ Mel asked.


Good question. ‘I suppose you could say we’re taking a break.’


Mel knew her so well – she didn’t have to say more. But whether she stayed for a week or two or whether she stayed for ever, Ruby wouldn’t be staying in this house. It was far too big for her and it held way too many memories. Her parents’ ghosts would be haunting her every move.


*

After lunch, Ruby tackled her parents’ bedroom. She’d already pulled out all the clothes, put them in their designated piles. And at the bottom of the wardrobe, tucked behind assorted handbags, she’d found a shoebox. It had some writing – maybe Spanish – on the lid and a thick rubber band around it, but otherwise it appeared ordinary enough.


Ruby sat back on her haunches. Downstairs, she could hear Mel vacuuming. The woman was an angel. Because this was so difficult; harder than she’d ever imagined it would be.


When it happened to you – when the doorbell rang early in the morning and you opened the door to see two police officers standing there, about to tell you that your parents were dead – it didn’t feel like you could ever have imagined. She’d noticed silly and insignificant things. Like the fact that the female PC was wearing a padded body-warmer and had dark circles under her eyes. And that it was 21 March, the first day of spring.


‘There’s always a blind spot,’ the male PC had said to Ruby. ‘That’s why motorbikes are so dangerous.’ He’d glanced at her apologetically. ‘It’s not that they’re badly ridden. It’s the car drivers usually.’


There’s always a blind spot …


‘They wouldn’t have suffered,’ the female PC added.


Ruby had looked at her. Did she know that? For sure?


The woman’s words sent an image spinning through her brain – of tyres squealing and smoking, the stench of molten rubber. Her hands gripping his waist. The clashing impact of metal on metal. Bodies somersaulting through the air. Not just bodies. Her parents’ bodies. And then the silence. God. Not suffered?


Ruby shook the memory away. Everyone said that time healed. But how much time did it take? Was she healing? Some days she wasn’t even sure. She held her hands out in front of her. But at least her hands weren’t shaking and she’d even stopped bumping into doors.


She eased the rubber band from around the box. It wasn’t heavy enough to be boots or even shoes. She shook it gently. Something rustled.


If only he hadn’t bought that motorbike. How many times had she thought that since it had happened? She’d warned him, hadn’t she? Hadn’t she told him off for trying to relive his lost youth? He was supposed to be close to retirement age. He should have been thinking about playing bowls or cribbage, not riding motorbikes around the countryside.


Ruby let out a breath she hadn’t even known she was holding. She had come here for the weekend – a chilly weekend in early March; James had gone off on one of his weekends with the lads. It was the last time she’d seen them. It would probably stay in her mind for ever.


‘You’ll never guess the latest, love.’ Her mother had put a mug of fresh coffee down on the table in front of Ruby and flicked the hair out of her eyes like a girl.


‘What?’ Ruby returned her mother’s grin.


‘He’s only bought a bike, hasn’t he? Can you imagine? At his age?’ She put her hands on her hips, tried to look cross.


‘A bike?’ Ruby had visualised high handlebars, a narrow saddle, a cross bar.


‘A motorbike.’ Her mother took Ruby’s hand and gave it a squeeze. ‘A pushbike wouldn’t be fast enough for him. Old Speedy Gonzales.’


‘You’re joking.’ But Ruby knew she wasn’t. She twisted round in her chair. ‘Dad? Are you crazy? How old do you think you are?’


‘Never too old to enjoy yourself, love,’ he said. His face was buried in the paper but he looked up and treated her to one of his eyebrow waggles. ‘I had a Triumph Bonneville 650 for a while before you came along. Always fancied getting another. Blame Easy Rider – that’s how it started.’ He gave her mother a look. ‘I always fancied the leathers too.’


‘Get on with you.’ But she’d blushed – furiously – and Ruby had thought: they look ten years younger.


‘Maybe it’s the male menopause,’ Ruby teased. She loved coming back to see them at weekends and she knew they loved having her, but they’d never raised any objections to her moving to London. Why should they? They’d always made it clear that they respected what she did for a living and that they would never try to tie her down. They’d brought her up to be independent; they’d always expected her to fly.


‘Maybe it’s time he grew up.’ Ruby’s mother tousled his hair as she passed the sofa and he reached up suddenly, making a grab for her wrist. She tried to pull away, he wouldn’t let her and they ended up giggling like a couple of kids.


‘You two,’ Ruby said. She’d got up, put her arms around them both and felt herself wrapped in one of their special hugs. But she had wished she could be like that, like them. She and James maybe. Or someone …


He’d shown her the bike the following day. It was big, red and black and she’d watched, arms folded, while her father roared up and down the street for her benefit. ‘I’ll give you a ride if you want, love,’ he said. ‘I passed my test years ago.’


Ruby had put a hand on his arm. ‘You will be careful, won’t you, Dad?’ She didn’t like the idea of him racing round the lanes of west Dorset on a motorbike. Nor the idea of her mother on the back of it.


‘Course I will.’ He winked at her. ‘You can’t get rid of me that easily, my girl.’


*

But she had. Ruby blinked back the tears. She had.


She took a deep breath. And opened the shoebox.


Some tissue paper and some photographs. She flipped through them. No one she knew. Who were they then and why were they here? They looked – well, interesting. She picked one up and scrutinised it more closely.


A young couple on some Mediterranean beach were leaning against the orange wall of a beach-house. In the background she could see pale gold sand, turquoise sea, some black rocks and a red and white striped lighthouse. The girl, who was wearing a flowing, maxi-dress with an Aztec design and loose sleeves, had long blonde hair and was laughing. The boy was olive-skinned with curly black hair and a beard, one arm slung casually around her shoulders.


Ruby picked up another snapshot. It was the same girl – she looked no more than mid-twenties, but she could be younger – sitting in the driver’s seat of a psychedelic VW camper van. Ruby smiled. It was like an instant flashback to the days of flower power – way before her time, of course, but she could see the appeal. And another; a group of hippies on the beach, sitting on the black rocks, someone – maybe the same girl again, though she was too far away to tell – playing a guitar. And the same girl again on the beach holding a small baby. A baby.


Something – grief perhaps? – caught in Ruby’s throat. Her mother would never see Ruby holding a baby. She would never be a grandmother and her father would never be a grandfather. They would never see Ruby be married, have children. They wouldn’t be proud of her when one of her articles made the pages of a Sunday supplement. They wouldn’t come to any more of her jazz gigs where she played the sax in local pubs, mixing her own songs in with all the famous jazz covers her parents loved – though, truth to tell she hadn’t done much of that since moving to London; she’d let her music slide. They wouldn’t be here for any of that stuff, for her future.


Ruby blinked back the tears. She put the photos on the floor beside her and investigated the rest of the contents of the box. Some pale pink tissue paper was nestling in the bottom corner. She unwrapped it. Out dropped a string of multicoloured love beads. Ruby let them drift between her fingers. They were the kind people wore in the sixties and seventies. The kind … She picked up one of the photos once more. The kind this girl was wearing. They were old, delicate and fragile. Maybe then they were one and the same.


Gently, she unwrapped some more tissue at the bottom of the box to reveal a little white crocheted bonnet – so small it would only fit … She frowned. A baby. She picked it up – it was so soft – and put it with the beads. And unwrapped the final tiny parcel. A piece of grey plastic. A plectrum. Just like the one she used when she was playing her guitar. But why would there be a guitar plectrum in the shoebox? She looked at the small heap of apparently random objects. Why was any of this stuff in a shoebox in her parents’ wardrobe?


*

‘I’ve put a pile of papers on the table in the living room.’ Mel was talking as she came up the stairs. ‘You might want to take a look at them. You probably should have gone through them weeks ago, to be honest.’


Ruby looked up at her. She was standing in the doorway. ‘OK,’ she said.


‘Found anything interesting?’


‘Oh … Just a shoebox with some things in.’


‘Things that aren’t shoes?’ Mel sat down on the bed and Ruby showed her the photos, the love beads, the plectrum, and the white crocheted baby’s bonnet.


‘What do you reckon to all this?’ she asked.


Mel picked up the photo of the girl with the baby. ‘It looks like this lot must belong to her.’


‘Yes.’ But who was she?


‘You don’t recognise her then?’


‘I don’t recognise any of them. I don’t remember Mum or Dad mentioning anyone like this either.’


Mel shrugged. ‘Maybe your mum was looking after the stuff for someone else?’


‘Maybe.’ But who?


‘That’s nothing. You should see all the things I’ve got at the bottom of my wardrobe.’ Mel glanced at her watch. ‘I’ve got to go, darling. Stuart’s mum’s coming round for supper – and I haven’t even gone to the supermarket yet.’


Ruby laughed. It would be good, she thought, to be around Mel and Stuart again and some of the old friends she’d had before she moved away. It was exactly what she needed.


And maybe it was nothing, but she replaced all the items and put the shoebox in the ‘things to keep’ pile. Just in case it was important. Just in case – for some reason – her parents had wanted her to find it.


*

That evening, Ruby went into the bedroom that had continued to be hers even after she’d moved away. One of her old guitars still leant against the chest of drawers – she’d left it here, partly because she had a new one she’d taken to London with her, and also so that she could use it when she was staying with her parents. You never knew when a song would stroll into your head and you’d need to strum a few chords.


She picked it up now, sat on the bed as she had done so often when she was a girl, head slightly to one side to listen more acutely, automatically starting to retune. That was better. She put the guitar to one side and lifted her saxophone from its case. It had been a mission bringing it with her on the train, but she couldn’t leave it behind. It was the first thing she’d rescue from a fire, something she’d always assumed necessary to her existence – like a third arm. Could it be that way again? She’d let her practice lapse since James, since living in London, since not having a regular band to play with. But maybe she could get together again with the guys from the band here in Pridehaven? Play again at the Jazz Café. Why not?


Ruby touched the shiny keys and the sax seemed to shimmer a lazy response. When she’d first started playing, she could barely hold it. The only sound that emerged when she blew was a kind of desperate squeak. ‘Is there a mouse in the house?’ her father would enquire, raising an eyebrow. Now though … It was her blue fire.


A random line came into her head and she scribbled it in the notebook on the bedside table. Her mother had been a happy person, hadn’t she? But she too had loved jazz and the blues. She’d listen to her old albums and CDs while she was cooking, cleaning, painting, whatever. And the sad songs were always her favourites. ‘The Nearness of You’ … Ruby sighed. She missed her mother. She missed them both. She ached for them. For a hug. To hear her father’s laughter. Her mother’s voice.


Tenderly, she replaced the sax in its case. ‘Wish you touched me like that,’ James had said once. Yes, but the saxophone never asked for too much in return. It was responsive too. It echoed every breath, every feeling, every mood that Ruby poured into it. Faithfully.


‘Are you jealous?’ she had teased. That was in the early days of their relationship. Before they stopped teasing and before she stopped playing.


‘Of course I am,’ he’d laughed. ‘It gets so close to you. When you play that thing, you go off somewhere without me. You’re transported.’


It was true. The saxophone had a way of hitting a spot deep inside. It made her think of a dark nightclub in the early hours. Did she want to go there? There was something inside her that wanted it, yes. Even while it hurt. To escape to another world, she thought. She closed her eyes and started seeing a new song climbing inside her head. Its pattern was rising and falling, she could hear the beat, feel its rhythm. It was coming alive. The lyric she’d written fell into place. Yes, she thought. To escape to another world … Sometimes it was all she wanted.


*

An hour or so later, Ruby went downstairs to make herself some hot chocolate. But she wasn’t tired enough for bed so she started going through the pile of papers that Mel had unearthed in her parents’ bureau. Letters from banks and utility companies. Letters about mortgages and interest rates and council tax. They were ancient; surely they could all be thrown away? She opened a wrinkled cardboard folder. Medical certificates. And her own vaccination record – very much out of date. She spotted a letter from her old family doctor and quickly began to scan its contents. There could be something important tucked away in this lot. Neither of her parents were the most organised people in the world.


But hang on … She refocused on the print. What was that? She sat up straighter, blinked, read it again. Following our consultations and tests. This is to confirm our diagnosis of unexplained infertility … Infertility? Should you wish to pursue the option of the fertility treatment discussed, please telephone the surgery to arrange for your first appointment. What on earth? Ruby checked the date on the letter. It was dated seven months before her birth.


She read the letter again and then again. But it still said the same thing. Seven months before Ruby was born her parents had been told one or the other of them was infertile and unable to have children. Unexplained infertility. It didn’t make sense whichever way you looked at it. Because seven months later her mother had given birth to Ruby.


Ruby stared at the sweet peas in a vase on the table. Well, hadn’t she?





CHAPTER 2



20 March 2012


Should she – shouldn’t she? Vivien had found herself thinking this more and more often lately – more often than she was happy with. It disturbed her equilibrium, poked its head into her peace of mind. It had been a long time. So. Should she or shouldn’t she tell the truth?


To distract herself, she frowned at the flowers she’d picked from her wild patch out back. A cutting of spiky acid-yellow forsythia, a few stems of soft-leafed sage still in bud, a single cream early rose. She rearranged them so that the sage drooped its fragrant herbiness over the lip of the terracotta jug. From yellow to green to cream, back to yellow; colours merging, that was how Vivien liked it. Paint what you see – not what you think you see.


Some famous artist had said that – Monet or maybe Van Gogh. She supposed that was what Impressionism had been about. You resisted how your brain was telling you to paint; flat sea, for example, with white waves. And you painted it as your senses perceived it – moving, curling, rippling lines punctuated with pinpricks of light and patches of shade; all colours – grey, green, white, blue, dark violet – separated and merging, shifting with the breeze and the current, paddling into ringlets on to sandy beaches or grey rocks. And Vivien liked to take it one step further in her flower paintings. She liked to merge colour so that it blurred and bled. Wet on wet. So that it was fluid and became one.


Should she – shouldn’t she? Similarly, this decision – which had nothing to do with art – was not clear cut and the boundaries were fuzzy. Some truths were like that. For starters, she would have to be very brave.


Vivien shuffled through her paints. She preferred water-colour, which had the transparency, the opaque finish, the fluidity that she wanted. Was she brave? Not really. She was thankful though; goodness, she was thankful.


It wasn’t a question of should she or shouldn’t she have done it in the first place. That decision at least had been clear cut. She had felt she had no choice – they had no choice. Someone else might have taken a different pathway after that. But not Vivien. She was done for. It wasn’t in her make-up to resist. She’d always been heart over head. So …


No. It was a question of whether or not she should tell her secret to the one person who might deserve to know. That was the tricky thing. Whether or not she should tell the truth. Because the truth could be difficult to tell, and even more difficult to hear.


She decided on a pale mint background wash, so frail it was almost not there at all; just the feel of it, like a gossamer stole on her shoulders. She began mixing, humming softly a Joni Mitchell song. ‘Little Green’, just as this was. And it reminded her, would always remind her, of that day.


It was, she supposed, a moral dilemma. The dilemma being – did everyone have the right to the truth?


Vivien generally did tell the truth. She liked to think of herself as honest, open, straightforward. And she had never wanted to keep this secret to herself – at least not at the start. But one had to think of the consequences. There were such things as white lies, after all – untruths that protected people’s feelings perhaps, that prevented people from being hurt.


Was she protecting anyone’s feelings? Was she stopping anyone from being hurt? Maybe. What would happen if she were to tell? Vivien almost gasped at the thought. That was the thing about secrets; they took on a furtive life of their own. She selected her broad brush, swept and smoothed the paper with the bridge of her hand in order to begin. What was the worst thing that could happen?


Vivien heard the front door open and Tom’s familiar whistle.


‘Where are you, my lovely?’ he called.


Vivien smiled. Yes, she was lucky. ‘Working,’ she called back. She was in their living room. It was large, it was messy and it was home. Vivien had flung open the French windows at the back and the sun flamed the scruffy orange tendrils of the carpet and the faded red of their big, old and comfy sofa, spotlighting the dust motes settled on the wooden furniture – mostly crafted by Tom, like the elegant mahogany book-case he’d made just after they were married. The table at which she worked was covered – in tubes of paints, a mixing palette, Vivien’s jar of brushes and water, paper and the vase of flowers – so that you’d hardly know it was a beautifully mottled walnut beneath. But Vivien knew and it felt good. She loved Tom’s furniture; the weeks of painstaking work, love and care that could go into one of his pieces.


‘Working? On a sunny day like this?’ Tom filled their doorway. He pulled off his sweater as if to demonstrate how warm it was and chucked it on to the back of the armchair. And it was true that it was warm for March.


Sometimes Tom didn’t seem much older than when they’d first met more than thirty years ago. Though his hair was greying and he was more world-weary. ‘People don’t want hand-crafted furniture any more,’ he sometimes said wistfully. ‘They want cheap and factory-made. Who can blame them?’ And Vivien would hug his sad-looking back and she would blame them – fiercely. She would never stop loving what he did even though these days he spent more time fixing kitchen cupboards and skirting boards for people than he did making tables and chests of drawers. Despite this, Tom still had the brown twinkly eyes and sense of fun she’d first fallen in love with.


Vivien had never wanted to be with anyone but Tom.


She remembered the first time she’d seen him, the tinny fairground music and whoosh of the rides, the laughter of the boys and screaming of the girls. The sweet sticky scent of candyfloss and toffee apples heavy in the air, the neon bulbs of light dazzling in the dusk of the summer evening. Charmouth Fair.


Vivien was sixteen. She and her friend Lucy were camping in a field behind a pub in the village – on holiday in Dorset on their own for the first time. They’d told their parents they were hiking and staying at youth hostels; in fact they were hitch-hiking and staying wherever the fancy took them.


The fancy had taken them on this occasion to Charmouth. They had heard the fair was in town. They sat on their sleeping bags with their mirrors and mascara and got themselves ready for a night out that wouldn’t include any curfew from their parents. Because they were here on their own. And they were free …


The adrenalin hit Vivien as they walked to the green and heard the music. It was past eight o’clock but still light; most of the families had left to go home and the fairground was just beginning to buzz. There were groups of girls and groups of boys, young couples hand in hand, and boys operating the rides, strutting along the walkways, giving the girls the eye.


Vivien and Lucy made for the waltzer. They jumped into the silver car. The ride gathered speed and as the boy spun the car around, they gripped on to the metal handrail with white knuckles, threw back their heads and shrieked with laughter and fear. It was over all too soon, a whirlwind ride.


‘Another?’ said Vivien.


‘You bet,’ said Lucy. They giggled.


Vivien saw the two boys making a beeline for them. She nudged Lucy. ‘Don’t look now … ’ But she did.


‘Room for two more?’ the taller one enquired with the raise of a dark eyebrow.


Vivien felt reckless. ‘Why not?’ She shifted to make room. He sat down next to her.


‘My name’s Tom,’ he said. ‘Tom Rae.’ He smiled.


Vivien just had time to register that his eyes were light brown with a streak of amber. And then the car spun, the girls shrieked, and the ride began.


‘What’s yours?’ he shouted over the screaming and the music – Amen Corner: ‘If Paradise is Half as Nice … ’


She couldn’t agree more. ‘Vivien!’ she shouted back.


*

After the waltzer they paired off. Tom’s mate Brian already had his arm round Lucy. What would she do, Vivien wondered, when Tom put his arm round her? Would he try to kiss her?


Next up was the dodgems. The two boys took the wheel, the cars sparked on the metal grille above, bumping and grinding and even dodging occasionally. Tom’s proximity was making Vivien feel hot. She could smell the hint of sandalwood and sweat on his skin. She closed her eyes.


After that came the big dipper where they hung motionless in the darkening sky for what seemed like minutes and Tom looked into her face as if he were taking note of every feature. Vivien looked back, unblinking, and wondered what he had seen. By the time they got to the rifle range she felt like she was in a trance. The others were chatting and laughing; Tom concentrated and focused, took aim, shot; three minutes later he proudly presented her with a yellow teddy bear. And then they munched toffee apples which got stuck in Vivien’s teeth, and drank Fanta from the can.


By the time Tom walked Vivien back to their tent (Lucy was lagging behind with Brian) he had put his arm around her and they had exchanged life stories. Vivien knew that Tom lived in Sherborne in Dorset – a long way from West Sussex – that his favourite subject was woodwork and that he wanted to be a carpenter. A furniture maker. A master craftsman, if you like. She liked the way he talked – low and quiet with a gentle Dorset burr. And she sensed from the start that Tom Rae would do what he said he would. She knew that he was an only child like her, that he had lost his parents when he was young and was living with his aunt and uncle, and that he was saving up to buy a motorbike.


When they got back to the tent he suddenly fell silent.


Vivien wasn’t sure what to say either. She’d had casual boyfriends before but no one that really meant much to her. Was it just because she was on holiday that she’d taken such a shine to this dark-haired, lanky boy with the brown eyes and warm smile? Was it his accent and the unfamiliar male scent of him in the night-time? Or was it the heady excitement of the fairground rides that had churned up her insides?


‘I’d better be saying goodnight then,’ Tom said at last. He took a step closer.


And then she was in his arms and it felt a better place than anywhere she’d been before. He was a good kisser and he tasted of apple. She only hoped she no longer had any bits of toffee stuck in her teeth.


*

After they’d gone, she and Lucy analysed the evening to death.


‘I really like him, Luce,’ Vivien breathed. ‘What do you think about staying here for the rest of our holiday?’


‘Suits me.’ Lucy was lying on her back, arms folded under her head. ‘I’d like to get to know Brian a bit better too.’ They giggled.


*

After they returned to West Sussex, everyone told Vivien it was just a holiday romance. She was only sixteen, they said. She had her whole life in front of her. Which was true. The difference was that now Vivien wanted it to include Tom.


*

‘Viv? It’s lovely out. Too nice to be stuck in here,’ Tom said now.


In reply, Vivien arched an eyebrow and drew her brush wetly across the top of the paper.


Tom pulled a disappointed face.


She felt it. ‘If you’ve finished work, go and play,’ she said, smiling to soften the words.


He studied her. ‘How long will you be?’


Vivien gave a little sigh and a small smile. She’d had it all planned. Do the background wash. Prepare supper. Sort out some mounting. Do some more to the painting – the first real colours, the exciting bit. Cook supper. Phone Ruby. Have a relaxing evening with Tom and the telly.


She lifted the paper, to allow the wash to curtain down, creating the desired effect with a rhythmic sweep of her brush. She paused, frowning at it. ‘What were you thinking of?’


‘A trip on the bike to Pride Bay? I need to take her out for a test run. I’ve been tinkering around with the carburettor.’


‘Oh, yes?’ He really knew how to tempt a woman …


‘A 99 ice cream?’ he added. ‘A walk round the harbour. Maybe a beer?’


‘In that order?’ Vivien jiggled the paper around a bit.


‘We could swap around the ninety-nine and the walk. “Born to be wild”, my lovely. What do you reckon?’


She chuckled. ‘All right then. I suppose I could do with a break. Give me ten minutes or so?’ Vivien mentally readjusted her evening. Spontaneity was, after all, one of the qualities she loved about her husband.


‘Good girl. Nice colour.’ He nodded approvingly. ‘I’ll make us a quick cup of tea.’ And he was gone.


Head to one side, Vivien surveyed the wash. The hint of colour was about right – only just there.


The worst thing that could happen, she thought, putting her brush in the clean water, was not being forgiven. That was why she hadn’t told. There had been many valid reasons for not telling at first. There still were. But now … To be not forgiven was too awful to contemplate. The secret and the keeping of it had become a wall between them; the kind of wall that was hard to climb.


And the best thing that could happen? Vivien wasn’t sure that there was one. She selected a few tubes of paint from the pile in front of her and clattered the rest back into the large cake tin they lived in. Was honesty its own reward? She squirted a few experimental blobs of colour and shifted them around a bit with her mixing brush. No. The best thing – for her – would be not to have to worry about this any longer. To be open about it all. To explain the whys and the wherefores and how it had all come to be.


Ah. She breathed out. Screwed the caps back on the paints. Later.


That was what she needed to do – explain how it had all come to be.





CHAPTER 3



Fuerteventura, June 2012


Slowly, painfully, Sister Julia got to her feet. It was growing dusk. She brushed the fine dust from the white habit she wore – the visible sign of her departure from the world outside; the symbol of her inclusion in the monastic community of her spiritual family. Dust. Dust to dust. Ashes to ashes … A reminder – as if she needed another reminder – of all the deaths she had witnessed. Of the decision that she must make.


She fingered the rosary beads she carried. Here there was always dust, even in the chapel, which was decorated with scrolled stonework in pinks and blues, and faded frescos above the altar depicting the Crucifixion. She had been praying for two hours, but these days she hardly noticed time. It simply passed by. There was still so much to ask Him. What should she do? Could He give her some sort of sign?


She must now get on, however. There were only a dozen of them living here at Nuestra Señora del Carmen – the patron saint of fishermen – and this week Sister Julia’s duties included picking vegetables and herbs from the garden plot outside. They grew wormwood, aloe and echinacea as well as the more common mint, camomile, and rosemary. Every plant had its uses. Si. That was the way God had planned it. And He had given them the strength of mankind to make use of His gifts. But mankind was weak. Hadn’t she seen that? Mankind could fall into temptation. Mankind had free will but so often made the wrong decisions. And those decisions could have consequences so far reaching that it was almost unimaginable. Sister Julia did not want to make the wrong decision – not after all that had gone on. There had been so much sorrow, a sorrow that seemed still buried in her very soul.


Sister Julia walked through the cloistered arches of pale crumbling stone and stepped outside the back door. This place was not so different from the Santa Ana convent in Barcelona where she had lived when she was little more than a girl. It was not a closed order – the sisters were free to come and go and they could sell their sweetmeats in the foyer just as the sisters had done in Santa Ana. She smiled, remembering their suspiros de monja – nun’s sighs – made with a thick batter and candied fruit; golden and crispy on the outside, rich and creamy on the inside. Ah. But at Santa Ana things had changed. Something else had been asked of her … Sister Julia looked up at their small bell tower which was attached to the chapel on a buttress of stone. Steadied herself.


*

Outside, the light had changed from gold to a pinkish hue. Towards the south the mountains rested as if in slumber; as if wounded, with their deep scars and furrowed wrinkles; above them the darkening sky held daggers of red, orange, white. Another day gone. Another day nearer death …


Sister Julia had experienced a long life, a life that had held challenges very different from the ones she had been expecting when she was a girl; different too from what she had foreseen when she had been forced to take her first simple vows. It had not been easy – perhaps God’s work was never easy – and many times she had questioned what had occurred. She still did. She had lived through such uneasy and turbulent times. But now. Please God … All she wished for now, was for the burden she held to be eased from her shoulders. For the gentle blanket of peace to put her mind and her heart at rest.


She fetched the roughly woven basket and sharp knife from the outside storeroom and began to collect the salad leaves for tonight’s meal from the allotment surrounded by low dry-stone walls. They had fig and almond trees; hens for eggs; three goats for milk and cheese. They ate simply but well. As at Santa Ana, they grew most of their own vegetables and fruit, including potatoes, onions and the small Canarian bananas, although the land here on the Island of Fuerteventura was arid and dry. They still ate gofio too – once eaten by workers in the fields, mixed with water and sugar into a dough in a goatskin bag. These days they added it to milk to make their breakfast cereal or used it to thicken their soups and stews. Like many things, it had lived on, adapted to new times. And yet it symbolised, for Sister Julia, the simplicity of the life here.


Sister Julia did not fear death. She never had. Over the years, she had seen many die – sisters in the convent, people in the hospital where she worked as a young novice, her own family too. They were all gone now. And then there was the Civil War. No one could live through the Civil War and its aftermath and not see death, not stare it in the face, not smell it – bloody and rancid in your nostrils – around every street corner. Politics. War. Sister Julia shivered. There had been so much destruction.


And she feared that she was not blameless. They were difficult times, painful times for many. How could you know – unless you had lived through it? She had tried to beg God’s forgiveness for the things that she had done. Things no person should be asked to do. Things that could not be right. That could not have been God’s will. Not if He was the kind and just and loving God she had always believed Him to be. But did He hear her? Did He understand that she had felt she had no choice?


She paused for a moment to look out over the campo, the brown desert earth, so restful to the eye. To Sister Julia it seemed a biblical landscape; a land where you might expect to see camels and donkeys, three wise men travelling by the light of a star … But she was old and she was rambling. She must take these vegetables into the kitchen. They would be waiting. She picked up her basket.


It was very quiet here. These days only a few people came to the convent to seek guidance or to pray in their chapel. The road outside was little more than a sandy track leading only to the mountains and the Atlantic Ocean. And the sisters were quiet – although not a silent order. Quiet was regarded as the natural condition for religious women; careless talk had been avoided at Santa Ana and it was also avoided here. Mostly, the only sounds Sister Julia could hear were the faint howl of the wind echoing around their white pockmarked stone buildings, the hiss of the sand being lifted and blown, the distant heave and rush of the ocean waves and the occasional sharp cry of a gull. In the mornings the cockerel crowed and the hens scratched at the dusty earth. The simple sounds of Nature. And that was how Sister Julia wished it to be. After all she had lived through, she craved tranquillity and calm for her soul.


Sister Julia took the leaves through to where they were preparing the food, washed them carefully under the tap in the white enamel sink – the water here was salty but clean. There used to be a well and there was still a lime kiln outside the gate where the barilla plant had been burnt for sodium carbonate to make glass and soap, but some years ago the villagers had joined together to connect the convent to the water supply and to electricity and this had radically changed their lives.


She laid the produce on the kitchen counter beside the stove. They were making a hot soup – caldo caliente – with potato and eggs in a thin broth with sweet red pepper. Sister Josefina was stirring it with a wooden spoon. She smiled and nodded her thanks.


Sister Julia retreated to her own room on the first floor. She would have a short time of rest and quiet reflection before dinner. She needed to think. She did not want to get anyone into trouble – not if they had truly acted from the best of motives. But had they? When money was involved, there was temptation and there was corruption. And this had made her doubt everything that she had once believed to be true. It was a long time ago. But she still had the evidence, did she not? Sister Julia’s eyes filled with tears as she remembered. Yes, it was a long time ago, but there were still many people who might desperately need to know the truth. Was it not their human right? And she – Sister Julia, humble as she was – could help them.


Her room was small and whitewashed. It had a wooden cupboard for her few clothes and a narrow bed; she needed only one thin blanket, for it did not get cold here on the island. There was no mirror. Why would she need a mirror? God could see inside her to her deepest thoughts – that was all that mattered. She had a writing table, though, on which she kept her Bible and psalm book, and the arched window behind it looked out on to the courtyard. In the writing desk was a drawer, which she always kept locked. In this, Sister Julia had secreted a few precious artefacts, mostly from her previous life before she had taken vows, but also from her time here on the island. There was her mother’s wedding ring, some photographs of her family, an embroidered sampler she had made as a girl and a few items given to her by those she had helped over the years.


Here – as at Santa Ana – the sisters sometimes gave advice to those who came seeking guidance. Sister Julia had never sought the role of spiritual counsellor; it had come to her. She listened as people talked of family quarrels, of love that was lost, of sons and daughters who had disappeared. There were men who gambled or drank (always there were men who gambled or drank) and women who had lost sight of their virtue. And other things. Darker things.


She fingered the delicate white tablecloth of lace – like gossamer to the touch – given to her by a woman in the village. Sister Julia could still remember the look in the woman’s dark eyes as she had told her story, could still feel her despair. Sister Julia had often prayed for her. She was another one who had been hurt, who did not know where to turn. It had been a story of disillusion and disappointment. But Sister Julia sensed there was more that the woman was not saying. She felt it. It rested there behind the sad eyes. And Sister Julia wondered. Was there another reason why her husband had behaved as he had? Was there more to the woman’s story that she could not tell?


‘Be still, my daughter,’ she had told the woman, placing her palm gently on her head. ‘Trust in God. He will show you the way.’


God had helped her give advice to others. He still did. Sister Julia prayed and He sent her answers so that when people came to her for guidance, the words – the right words – would emerge from her lips. Sister Julia was merely a vessel. God’s vessel. What greater gift could she ask for? She knew, though, the answer to this question. What she longed for, more even than this, was the gift of peace.


Nestling deep in the drawer of her writing desk was the book. The book of names. Sister Julia touched the cover, which was plain and gave no clue as to what was inside. And let out a deep sigh which seemed to hold all the pain, all the emotion she had witnessed over so many long years. It didn’t release it though. Even reading what was inside the book would give no clue of what had been. Unless … Names and dates. It was all here. Sister Julia had the evidence. She had written it down.


Every day she asked God for guidance. Every day she yearned to tell her story. Every day she ached for the ability to seek atonement; to do something that – while it might not make it right; nothing could make it right – could, in some measure, help one of these people. Because they needed help. Sister Julia knew this. Such things could not be covered up for ever. Secrets … Like a boil under the skin they would grow and fester until they must be lanced. It was the way of the world.


Sister Julia opened the book, read the first few names. ‘May God forgive us,’ she murmured. So many names. So many tears. So many secrets. Slowly, she closed the book again and put it back in the drawer. One day …


She thought back to the end of the Civil War – for that was when it had begun. They had all believed it was a new start, a time of hope and the end to poverty and violence. Not so. For Sister Julia it was just the beginning.





CHAPTER 4



The following day, Ruby spent all morning sorting out the contents of the house. Like a woman possessed, she thought. But at least it would stop her thinking.


In the afternoon, Mel called round. ‘Just passing, darling,’ she said. ‘Thought you might fancy a walk?’


Just checking up on her, more likely. Mel sounded casual enough but Ruby kept catching her scrutinising her with narrowed eyes when she thought Ruby wasn’t looking. ‘I’m fine, Mel,’ she said. ‘Shouldn’t you be working?’


Mel shrugged. ‘I’m the boss. I can give myself a half day.’


Fair enough. And a walk sounded good.


Ruby grabbed a jacket, glanced in the mirror and ran her fingers through her short hair. She would do. They walked down the lane arm in arm. At last it was truly summer. The breeze was milder and there was a real warmth in the sun when it poked out from behind the clouds. Ruby and Mel headed for the sea.


‘How’s it going?’ Mel asked as they walked towards Pride Bay. ‘You look exhausted.’


‘Thanks, Mel.’ But she was. Last night she’d hardly slept. And when she eventually did get off she’d woken at dawn, sat bolt upright in a cold sweat. She’d been reliving the accident. Heard the clash of metal on metal, the screech of tyres, the scream … It had been pointless trying to sleep afterwards. She’d got up, made tea, watched the day begin and wondered. Was there something going on here that she should know about? Or was she being hopelessly paranoid?


She had tried to remember everything her parents had ever told her about her family. There had been the usual stories. Both Mum and Dad had been only children so there were no uncles and aunts and cousins. Mum had an aunt – who had died when Ruby was small – and three cousins living in Wales who she never saw. Dad had almost no one. There were her mother’s parents, living on some island off the west coast of Scotland. But Ruby hardly knew them. They’d come down for the funeral, of course. Ruby had thought they might be a comfort, but they had both seemed so old and confused.


‘She’s our daughter,’ her grandmother kept saying. ‘How can she go before we do?’


Ruby hadn’t known what to say to her. Her mother had hardly seen them in the last thirty-five years, she knew that much. It happened in families, she supposed. People lost touch, families became fragmented, before you knew what had happened you were practically estranged from your nearest and dearest. ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry.’ She murmured this to her grandmother several times, as if it might make a difference.


‘Bolt from the blue.’ Her grandmother looked straight at her. ‘Bolt from the blue.’


It had given Ruby a bit of a strange feeling, to tell the truth. As if her grandmother wasn’t acknowledging her somehow. But they’d hugged, and she’d kissed her grandmother’s papery cheek. Still, the old lady hardly seemed aware of her. She just looked at her sightlessly and murmured, ‘Vivien, Vivien,’ until at last Ruby’s gentle and white-haired grandfather led her away, stroking her hand. ‘There, my love. There, there, my love.’


It was hard to imagine her parents having dark secrets. But perhaps everyone had secrets. And some chose never to tell.


‘Have you been in touch with James?’ Mel asked.


Ah, James. Ruby looked towards the cliffs. The house martins were back. She watched them swooping and gliding and flapping, all directions; their special dance. ‘He’s phoned a couple of times.’ Though Ruby didn’t really know what to say to him. It was beginning to feel as if he belonged to a different life, one that had nothing to do with her any more. ‘It’s difficult. We haven’t really talked.’ At least not about the things that mattered. They’d talked about the weather (it was warmer in London) about the flat (he’d got someone in to clean) and about what he had done at work that day (two new clients and an appraisal coming up). But that was about it. Both times he’d ended the conversation by asking her when she was coming back and both times she’d said she didn’t know. Was he relieved? Did he miss her? She had no idea.


They walked past the harbour and the old chapel. ‘And are you going back?’ Mel asked.


The million-dollar question. They scrunched their way over the stones. The cliffs on the far side of the bay were high and steep, the foam of the incoming waves stretching like a ribbon along Chesil Beach towards the Fleet and Portland Bill, the waves stamping their imprints for just a few moments into the tiny pebbles before they were absorbed and gone. ‘Not yet,’ Ruby said.


They were approaching the row of fishermen’s cottages right on the beach. The end one was the coastguard’s cottage, and there was a sign outside. To be Sold by Auction. Ruby stopped walking. She looked at Mel and Mel looked back at her. ‘Not yet?’ said Mel.


‘Well … ’ Ruby had always liked this cottage. It was small and simple, built of yellow local stone with shy square windows at the front – all overlooking the sea. It must bear the brunt of the wind; the stone was pockmarked with years of salt and sea air. So it was strong in the face of adversity. ‘It’s a really sweet cottage – don’t you think?’


‘Why don’t you give the agent a call?’ Mel suggested.


Ruby hesitated, listened. The drag and pull of the waves on to the shore was so powerful, it seemed to thrum into the very centre of her. In front of the cottage and to the side, Chesil Beach rose – a ginger hill of small pebbles. Beyond, the path to Clearwater Beach wound up the tufted green cliff, sandy and ragged, like the promise of a fairy tale, the cliff bricked like the proverbial blocks of gold. It was her fairy tale, she realised; her childhood. Was that what she was trying to recapture?


‘I found a letter, Mel,’ she said.


‘A letter?’ Mel blinked at her. ‘What sort of a letter?’


‘I’ll show you.’ Ruby dug the letter from the doctor about her parents’ infertility out of her bag and handed it over.


Mel frowned. When she’d finished reading she looked up. ‘So, what are you thinking, Ruby?’


‘I don’t know what to think.’


Mel handed the letter back to her. ‘I can’t see what you’re worrying about, to be honest,’ she said.


It seemed pretty obvious to Ruby. ‘Remember all those things in the shoebox?’ she said. ‘Those photos? The baby’s bonnet?’


‘Of course I do.’


‘Well … ’ Did she have to spell it out? Could there be a connection between the letter and the contents of the shoebox in the wardrobe? She didn’t want to think so. It seemed impossible. But … She kept thinking of that photograph of the young woman with long blonde hair. And the baby in her arms.


‘Oh, Ruby, you’re tired and you’re letting everything get to you.’ Mel put an arm around her. ‘Come on now. That letter doesn’t mean a thing. How can it?’


‘I don’t know.’ Unexplained infertility. It didn’t sound very technical. But those would have been the days before many technological advances in IVF treatment, she supposed. So her parents had found it difficult to conceive – very difficult to conceive. What was she then? Some kind of miracle baby? How come they hadn’t told her?


‘Look.’ Mel’s voice was firm. ‘It’s perfectly possible that since visiting the doctor, since doing those tests – whatever they were … ’ Dismissively, she waved long, manicured nails towards the letter Ruby still held. ‘You were conceived. By the time the surgery sent this letter out, your mother was already pregnant. Simple.’


‘Yes, of course. You’re right.’ Ruby felt the tension ease out of her. She smiled. Of course it was possible, probable even. ‘Thanks, Mel.’


Mel shrugged. ‘Your mum never went back for that fertility treatment because she didn’t need it.’


‘And the photos?’ Ruby murmured almost to herself.


‘Are nothing to do with you.’ Mel held her by the shoulders. ‘Trust me. They belong to someone else. They must do.’


‘OK.’


‘And are you going to call the agent? It’s a nice place – as long as it’s not about to fall into the sea.’


Ruby moved closer to the low stone wall that surrounded the cottage. So far it had survived against all odds. The hill of pebbles provided a protective sea wall, but who could tell for how long? She placed her hands on the top of the wooden gate. But although it was a nice place, it wasn’t so much the cottage that drew her. It was the view. The view of her childhood that she wanted to snatch back again so desperately. Ruby felt heady just looking at it.


‘Why not?’ She had to live somewhere. She pulled her mobile out of her pocket. Tapped in the numbers. ‘I’d like to look round Coastguard’s Cottage in Pride Bay,’ she told the girl who answered the call. ‘Now, if possible. I’m standing right outside.’


*

The cottage turned out to be an upside-down affair. The sitting room was on the first floor.


‘For the views,’ said the agent unnecessarily. She looked young and bored in her high heels, black tailored jacket and pencil skirt, and sounded as if she might have said the same thing many times these past few weeks.


Ruby moved to the window. ‘Of course.’ From here she could see beyond the pebbles, to the calm shimmering English Channel and the wavy line of a pale and distant mauve horizon. The grass on the cliff top was freckled with yellow buttercups and purple thrift. Pride Bay and her parents … Was she trying to get them back somehow? Was that it? She had always loved the mixed-up kid that was Pride Bay – it didn’t know whether it was seedy or upmarket, elegant or scruffy, arty or bohemian. It was her past – but could it also be her future?


The kitchen was exhausted. The oven was probably circa 1940, dark with grime and grease; the lino was torn, the sink chipped enamel. Mel looked at Ruby and pulled an expressive face. Ruby ignored her.


‘Obviously it needs updating,’ the agent said.


‘Obviously,’ echoed Mel.


And OK, it didn’t seem too much like a fairy tale. But doing it up wouldn’t be too much of a problem; it couldn’t be hard to find a good builder. And financially … She could put her parents’ house up for sale, if necessary move into rented accommodation until it was ready. It would work. ‘When’s the auction?’ she asked.


The agent consulted her file. ‘A week on Wednesday. Three p.m.’


‘Right.’ Dorset should have seemed impossible without her parents here. Impossible. And yet here she was. Without her parents there was no pathway. Ruby was wobbling along without stabilisers. She had to focus on something or she’d fall.


‘Are you sure it wouldn’t be easier to live in a modern place that’s done up already?’ Mel asked. ‘Do you really want the hassle of all this?’


Ruby considered. Maybe this was exactly what she needed – a project; something to think about. She couldn’t stay in the house. She had to go somewhere. Apart from the fact that it was too big and she needed to release some capital … Her parents’ house would always be theirs. She didn’t need ghosts to help her remember. And those cliffs summed up her childhood for Ruby. That was what she wanted.


Outside, they explored the steep terraced garden. Predictably, it was overgrown, but equally predictably the best view was at the top. All Ruby could hear was the wind, the waves, the shrieking gulls.


‘It needs a lot doing to it, darling,’ Mel said to Ruby after the estate agent had driven away. ‘But I do like it.’


And so did Ruby. ‘I’ll have to get on to the bank,’ she said. There wasn’t much capital left, but there was the house to trade on. Yes, it needed a lot doing to it. But she could see herself here. It wouldn’t bring her parents back. But it was the kind of place where she needed to be.


Mel raised an eyebrow. ‘Does this mean you’re definitely going to stay in Dorset?’


Ruby took a deep breath. She’d have to talk to James. Tell him what she’d decided to do. ‘I think it does,’ she said.


*

They went back to Ruby’s for tea. Mel stretched out on the sofa and Ruby curled up in the armchair.


‘It’ll be so good having you around,’ Mel said. She looked at Ruby thoughtfully. ‘But I can’t see you staying here for ever.’


‘Because of James?’


Mel sat up. ‘Not really. More because you seem to be kind of … ’ She hesitated. ‘In limbo.’


Ruby thought about this. James hadn’t understood why she had to go back, but she’d felt she had to – in order to go forwards. ‘Or in process,’ she said to Mel.


She nodded. ‘Exactly.’ They exchanged a conspiratorial smile.


‘Maybe I should get a car?’ She hadn’t needed one in London. James had owned a Saab convertible which they’d used at weekends, but mostly it had been easier to use the Tube and buses. Now though …


‘Something cool and sporty?’ Mel grinned.


‘Absolutely.’ Maybe an MX5. ‘And a Dutch bike for cruising the country lanes.’


Mel laughed. ‘Definitely a Dutch bike.’


If she moved back to Dorset, her life was going to change.


*

Ruby went to the kitchen to make more tea and when she got back Mel was standing by the walnut table flipping through the old family photo album Ruby had left there.


‘Your mum was so pretty,’ she said.


‘I know.’ Ruby peered over her shoulder. There were her parents – in Cornwall the summer before Ruby was born, arms wrapped around each other like a couple of newlyweds.


Mel turned the pages and Ruby watched her parents’ lives unfold. Her mother running into the sea and laughing; her father caught off guard as he chatted to a grizzled fisherman beside his brightly painted fishing boat; the two of them posed by some railings, the view of St Ives harbour behind. Ruby sighed. The neat précis produced at the funeral had left her dry-eyed and aching. It was nothing like the real, tangled parent days she’d known when she was a girl. More images came into her mind’s eye. Her mother, brushing her teeth with one hand, pinning back her long brown hair with the other; running down the street breathless, getting Ruby to school late. Her father frowning as he smoothed and planed the surface of a table, his grin as he swept little girl Ruby from her feet and turned her upside down to see a topsyturvy world where everything was standing on its head.


‘And I look nothing like her.’ Both her parents were dark while she … ‘Oh, my God,’ she said.


‘What?’


Ruby grabbed Mel’s arm. ‘Look at me, Mel. What do you see?’


‘You do look a bit tired,’ Mel admitted. ‘I’m not sure whether you’re eating properly. And your hair’s a terrible mess, to be honest. But we have just been out to the beach. And—’


‘What colour’s my hair?’ Ruby ran her fingers through it. She’d never had to colour it or even have highlights.

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
            
            
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/author.jpg
ROSANNA LEY





OEBPS/images/title.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781780875071.jpg
Bestselling Author of 7he Villa

ROSANNA LEY

y

‘Romantic, escapist and mouthwatering . . .
everything you could wish for in a summer read’
Veronica Henry, author of The Long Weekend







OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
Quercus





